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Abstract 
With an emphasis on internationalization of education and the global economy these days, study abroad programmes are 
increasingly important to enrich student learning experience. This paper focuses on short-term study abroad programmes which 
are becoming more popular in higher education curricula. As a component of degrees awarded in the home countries, short-term 
programmes usually refer to those running from a period of few weeks to one year in overseas universities. With mixed-methods 
approach, this study aimed to examine (1) the students’ perceived value of the short-term programmes; and (2) the influences of 
such value in deciding students’ participation. All participants were students who were studying in Hong Kong universities. The 
findings reveals that (1) the students perceived the most beneficial aspect of studying abroad is to facilitate their personal 
development; (2) academic and professional enhancement was less valued by the participants; and (3) UK and the USA were the 
most preferred host countries they selected. This paper concludes that policymakers and educators should be aware of the 
students’ expectations. Implications for enhancing short-term study abroad programmes, which affect the development of higher 
education curricula and international education, are also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
Short-term study-abroad programmes are becoming increasingly popular in different countries. Different 
stakeholders including governments, institutions and students are spending a large amount of resources on these 
programmes while having diverse objectives. Their development is consistently influenced by various factors such 
as students’ perceived value, the government and institutional policies, and the particular cultural settings of the 
programmes. As students’ perceived value influences the outcomes of and their decisions on participating in such 
programmes, it is important to examine these issues in order to inform better use of these stakeholders’ resources. 
Understanding students’ view of short-term study-abroad programmes is important for developing higher education 
curricula. However, few studies on such programmes have been conducted in the Chinese context.  Therefore, the 
objectives of this paper are to examine the Hong Kong university students’ (1) perceived value, in terms of 
academic and professional value, understanding foreign cultures and personal development, of short-term study-
abroad programmes; and (2) preferences in selecting the host country for participating in such programmes.  
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2. Trends for study-abroad programmes  
Study-abroad programmes can be generally classified into two major types: long-term and short-term. In long-
term programmes, students undertake an entire course abroad, the duration of which runs from one to several years, 
and which may allow participants to qualify for formal education, such as a bachelor’s degree or a professional 
certificate. Short-term study-abroad programmes have a shorter duration, usually running from a few weeks to one 
year, and are a component of degrees awarded in the home country. 
Looking into the numbers of students enrolled in other countries can provide some indication of the degree of the 
internationalisation of tertiary education (OECD, 2010). Project Atlas (2010) reports that the number of international 
tertiary level students who have been educated outside of their home countries is rapidly increasing, from 2 million 
in 2001 to 3 million in 2008. Table 1 shows the comparison of Host Destinations for International Students at the 
Tertiary Level in 2001 and 2008. This trend shows that the US and UK have been the most preferred host countries 
chosen by international students, followed by France, Germany and Australia. According to the OECD (2010) 
report, over 75% of international and foreign students enrolled in the tertiary education of the OECD member 
countries in 2008 were from Asia. For decades, students in the East who crossed international borders usually flowed 
to countries in the West to advance their higher education. However, compared with the trend in 2001, there was a 
decline in market share of international students in the US, the UK and Germany in 2008. 
Table 1. Comparison of host destinations for international students at the tertiary level in 2001 and 2008 (Source: Project Atlas Global 
Destinations for International Students at the Tertiary Level) 
Year 2001 2008 
No. of international students worldwide 2 million 3 million 
Percentage of international students % % 
US 28 21 
UK 11 13 
Germany 9 8 
France 7 9 
Australia 4 7 
Japan 3 4 
Spain 2 - 
Belgium 2 - 
China - 6 
Canada - 4 
All others 34 28 
     Total 100 100 
3. Academic and professional value 
Research shows that the academic and professional value, such as academic resources, the depth of knowledge 
and experience they acquire in their classes, and the professional connections that they make to enhance their career 
opportunities, are consistently regarded as the most important factors that students would consider with regards to 
studying abroad (Dolby, 2005; Wiers-Jenssen, 2003). The majority of Mainland Chinese studying abroad are 
particularly concerned with the academic and professional value of education (Huang, 2007). However, it should be 
noted that academic satisfaction is found to be strongly related to contact with the local students, to the acquisition of 
language skills, and to levels of perceived discrimination (Perrucci & Hu, 1995). Not only do the students find that 
studying abroad is academically advantageous, but those studying abroad would also put more effort into their 
studies and believe that academic progress abroad is greater when abroad than during a corresponding period at 
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home (Wiers-Jenssen, 2003). Another example is illustrated in Stofflett and Stoddart’s (1994) study. It found that the 
introduction of new practices could help students to associate with new ways of educational thinking and, on the 
basis of the examples experienced, make them better able to shape their own practices accordingly. Teichler and 
Janson’s (2007) study found that the majority of former ERASMUS (a large-scale European short-term study-abroad 
programme) students and employers believed that internationally-experienced students are likely to be superior in 
many of the professionally-relevant competences than formerly non-mobile students.  
4. Understanding foreign cultures, social and personal development  
Countries create face-to-face exchange opportunities with foreign students and educators to provide a better 
understanding of a nation’s views, values, and culture through advancing international education by promoting 
exchange programmes (GAO, 2009). The goals of international education in the European Union (EU) are to 
promote intercultural understanding through cooperation with non-European countries as well as to ensure that 
education and training are accessible to the global community. Wiers-Jenssen (2003) showed that students put even 
more emphasis on the positive aspects of personal development of studying abroad than on academic aspects such as 
linguistic and cultural skills.  
Students are also convinced that temporary study in another country is helpful in getting to know the other 
societies and cultures, as well as getting along with persons from different cultural backgrounds. Many former 
ERASMUS students believe that their knowledge of understanding of foreign cultures and societies in general is 
important (Teichler & Janson, 2007). Learning academically and culturally from short-term study in other countries 
is believed to be the best for “horizontal” mobility, that is, if the quality of study programmes and level of 
competences between the students of the home and host country are similar (Rivza & Teichler, 2007). 
5. Methods 
This study included two rounds of interviews and one round of administering a questionnaire. A questionnaire 
survey was used to examine the students’ perceived value for a larger sample size, while semi-structured interviews 
were used to search for in-depth understanding of the social phenomena of students’ views. Its design was 
developed through having the different phases of data and findings interact with each other. Based on the current 
literature, the first round of interviews designed as part of the prior research (Maxwell, 2005) not only tested out the 
methods but also helped identify some items for designing the questionnaire. The results of the questionnaire were 
used to refine the second round of interview questions.  
The demographic and background data of the respondents were collected in the questionnaire. Seventeen items, 
in the format of a five-point Likert scale, were designed to examine the perceived value of the short-term study-
abroad programmes. The questionnaire also asked the participants to rank their preference of host country if they 
had a chance to participate in a study-abroad programme, where ‘1’ is the most preferred country, ‘2’ is the second 
most preferred, and so forth (up to ‘9’). The first-round interviews were intended to collect the students’ views of 
perceived value of short-term study-abroad programmes, while the aim of the second-round interviews was to seek 
explanations after I had tentatively analysed the findings from the questionnaire results and the first-round 
interviews. It also served as a kind of triangulation in the research. Each interview was conducted over about 45 
minutes, was audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim. Field notes were also made during the interviews for double 
recording and verification from the interviewees if necessary. This methodology triangulated the questionnaire data 
with the interview data collected in different phases.  
5.1. Data sources and analysis  
There were 146 Hong Kong University students from the eight government-funded higher institutions who 
completed the questionnaire. An overwhelming majority, 82.2%, of the students surveyed were aged between 20 
and 24, 87% of respondents were undergraduates, and 13% were postgraduate students, while 45.1% were male and 
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54.9% were female. The reliability Cronbach’s alpha value for this part of the questionnaire was 0.87, which 
indicates that the scale had good reliability. Chi-square tests were also performed between groups of subsamples, 
namely gender and participants who had experience of studying abroad. It was found that there was no relationship 
between the tendency towards participating in a study-abroad programme and gender. 
Twelve students (3 males and 9 females) who had participated in short-term study-abroad programmes accepted 
the invitation to participate in the interviews. The development of coding categories involved an iterative process of 
considering the relevant literature and exploring the interview data. Firstly, the transcriptions and field notes were 
coded by a tentatively predefined set of codes that were informed by the conceptual framework as well as new 
categories found in the data. Secondly, each initial code was further categorized by sub-themes. The inter-rater 
reliability of coding by Cohen’s Kappa was 0.86. The disagreements were resolved through discussion. 
6. Results and Discussion 
6.1. Perceived value of short-term study-abroad programme 
In this section, the findings from the questionnaire concerning the perceived value of short-term study-abroad 
programmes are presented. It is noted that a score of 1 indicates ‘strongly disagree’, 2 indicates ‘disagree’, 3 
indicates ‘undecided/neutral’, 4 refers to ‘agree’ and 5 refers to ‘strongly agree’ with each statement. Table 2 lists 
the means and the standard deviations of all items of the perceived value of short-term study-abroad programmes in 
descending order. 
Table 2. Means and standard deviations of the perceived value of short-term study-abroad programmes 
Item Description of the perceived value of short-term study-abroad programmes Mean Std. 
Deviation 
A3 Broaden my horizons  4.45 .65423 
A8 Provide me with great opportunities to travel  4.26 .70520 
A4 Assist my personal growth 4.23 .71478 
A9 Learn about the culture of the host country  4.20 .78450 
A1 Enhance my proficiency in the host country’s language 4.18 .71134 
A14 Improve my CV  4.15 .79347 
A2 Help me to learn to be independent  4.13 .78137 
A6 Make local friends in the host country  4.09 .77206 
A7 Make international friends from other countries, other than those of the host country  4.03 .80747 
A5 Build closer relationships with the students I go with from the same institution  3.92 .74358 
A19 Learn about new perspectives from my own country  3.88 .74176 
A10 Learn about different cultures from other international students studying in the host country  3.85 .83329 
A20 Enhance my view of national identity  3.67 .85589 
A18 Increase my awareness of globalisation 3.61 .83355 
A13 Enhance my professional skills and knowledge 3.60 .78327 
A15 Enhance my future employment opportunities  3.60 .91157 
A12 Help me to develop new study habits/skills  3.54 .78155 
A11 Enhance my academic performance  3.03 .84645 
A17 Help my future migration opportunities 2.66 .85293 
A16 Defer my original academic progress in the home country  2.62 .90576 
6.2. Personal development is the most beneficial 
Among the 20 items of the perceived value of studying abroad through study-abroad programmes, the mean score 
of broadening horizons (A3 mean=4.45) is the highest, followed by providing great opportunities to travel (A8 
mean=4.26) and assisting personal growth (A4 mean=4.23). These attributes were conceptualised as falling within 
the category of ‘personal development’. Their high mean scores imply that the respondents have a tendency towards 
‘strongly agreeing’ with personal development as a major benefit of joining the programmes. The attribute ‘help me 
to learn to be independent’ is also relatively high (A2 mean=4.13) and also falls into this category. These high mean 
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scores show that the students strongly believed that the most beneficial aspect of studying abroad is to facilitate their 
personal development, including broadening their horizons, assisting their personal growth, providing them with 
opportunities to travel, and helping them to be independent. The interview findings are consistent with the 
questionnaire findings. All eight interviewees (N=8) who had participated in exchange programmes regarded that 
the main reason they wanted to study-abroad was to broaden their horizons. Six interviewees stressed the 
importance of personal growth, learning to be independent and travel as their prior expectations.  
6.3. Academic and professional enhancement was less valued  
On the other hand, the mean scores of helping to develop new study habits/skills (A12 mean=3.54), enhancing 
professional skills and knowledge (A13 mean=3.60) and enhancing academic performance (A11 mean=3.03) 
suggests that the students had a tendency towards being undecided about whether professional or academic 
enhancement was perceived as a benefit of participating in a study-abroad programme. They turned out to be three 
of the least perceived benefits among all of the items. This phenomenon might be explained through the interview 
data; that ‘some study-abroad students focused too much on travelling and neglected their academic work or the 
learning purpose of studying abroad’ (Mina). This result is echoed in the questionnaire findings; that students 
valued much more highly the great opportunities to travel (A8 mean=4.26). In addition, some students reflected that 
there was not much academic demand during the exchange semester. 
6.4. UK and the USA are the most preferred host countries  
Regarding the selection of the ‘most preferred’ host country for short-term studying abroad, a summary of 
responses for ranking ‘1’ representing the most preferred host country is shown in Table 3.  
Table 3. Summary of the responses for ranking ‘1’ as the most preferred host country for short-term studying abroad 
 Number of students Percentage of students (%) 
UK 50 34.5 
USA 28 19.3 
China 15 10.3 
Australia 14 9.7 
Germany 14 9.7 
France 12 8.3 
Other European countries 6 4.1 
Other Asian countries 3 2.1 
African countries 1 .7 
Middle East countries 1 .7 
New Zealand 1 .7 
Total 145 100.0 
 
More than half of the participants of the entire sample (53.8%) chose either the UK or the USA as their most 
preferred host country to study abroad. The UK (34.5%) was chosen to be the ‘most preferred’ country  followed by 
the USA (19.3%) and China (10.3%). The findings show that there were almost twice the number of respondents 
who chose the UK (N=50) in preference to the USA (N=28) among the major player group. Interestingly, China was 
the third most preferred destination (10.3%). This is quite surprising because most of the respondents, 139 out of 
145, were either Hongkongers or Mainland Chinese. These fifteen respondents who chose China as their most 
preferred destination included eight Hongkongers (N=8), five Mainland Chinese (N=5) and two overseas students 
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(N=2). The findings reflect that students may have increasing interest in choosing China as a host destination. There 
are several reasons which may account for this result: 
• Choosing China as the host country is usually much cheaper than other countries  
• Increasing interest in the cultural value of China  
• The need to improve Putonghua proficiency 
7. Conclusions 
This study found that the students strongly believed the greatest benefits of taking part in short-term study-abroad 
programmes are related to enhancing their personal development. Professional and academic enhancement, by 
contrast, was less valued. People often question whether a short-term programme is more like an excursion or extra-
curricular activity built into the curriculum. Perhaps it is time for us to rethink what the expectations of these 
programmes are and the ways to improve them.  
Although the current trend of student mobility illustrates that there is a decline in attracting international students 
to the US and the UK, this study’s results show that this might not apply to Hong Kong students’ preferences in 
choosing these countries as their short-term study-abroad destinations. It is interesting that even though most of this 
study’s respondents were either from Hong Kong or Mainland China, China was still selected as the third most 
preferred destination, which may further suggest that the current market share distribution of study abroad students 
may change. This trend may also benefit Hong Kong, as part of China, in attracting international students. 
To conclude, this paper provides a better understanding of Hong Kong students’ perceived value of short-term 
study-abroad programmes and their preferences of host country for participating in such programmes. As it was a 
small-scale study, I do not aim to generalize the pattern of the results. However, there is still limited literature on 
this topic in the Chinese context. This study can thus serve as a pilot for a large-scale research study across countries 
or regions, particularly for the China region. I hope this paper can contribute to the knowledge of study-abroad 
experiences by discussing the value of short-term study-abroad programmes in reshaping curricula in the context of 
international higher education. The insights of this study can inform policymakers and senior management of 
universities in formulating policies and planning higher education curricula.  
References 
Dolby, N. (2005). Globalization, Identity and Nation: Australian and American Undergraduates Abroad. The Australian Educational Researcher, 
32(1), 101-117.  
GAO (2009). Higher Education: Approaches to Attract and Fund International Students in the United States and Abroad: United States 
Government Accountability Office.  
Huang, F. (2007) Internationalization of Higher Education in the Developing and Emerging Countries: A Focus on Transnational Higher 
Education in Asia. Journal of Studies in International Education, 11(3/4), 421-432.  
Maxwell, J.A. (2005) Qualitative research design: an interactive approach, 2nd ed., Thousand Oaks, Calif. : Sage Publications.  
OECD (2010) Education at a Glance 2010: OECD Indicators, OECD Publication.  
Perruci, R., & Hu, H. (1995). Satisfaction with social and educational experiences among international graduate students. Research in Higher 
Education, 36, 491-508. 
Project Atlas (2010) Global Destinations for International Students at the Post-Secondary (Tertiary) Level. Retrieved 01 September 2010, from 
http://www.atlas.iienetwork.org/?p=48027 
Rivza, B. & Teichler, U (2007) The Changing Role of Student Mobility, Higher Education Policy, 20, 457–475. 
Stofflett, R. T., & Stoddart, T. (1994). The ability to understand and use conceptual change pedagogy as a function of prior content learning 
experience. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 31(1), 31–51. 
Teichler, U., & Janson, K. (2007). The Professional Value of Temporary Study in Another European Country: Employment and Work of Former 
ERASMUS Students. Journal of Studies in International Education, 11(3/4), 486-495. 
Wiers-Jenssen, J. (2003). Norwegian Students Abroad: experiences of students from a linguistically and geographically peripheral European 
country. Studies in Higher Education, 28(4), 391-411. 
